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In the #MeToo era, victims of sexual harassment are expected to speak up for themselves 
and speak out about their experiences of sexual harassment and sexual assault. And yet, despite 
the social expectation that they can and should confront their harassers, it remains that case that 
overwhelmingly women do not, in fact, do so. Given that there are sometimes quite serious 
social consequences for women who do not confront their harassers, it’s worth theorizing about 
why victims of sexual harassment often don’t speak up for themselves when they face sexual 
harassment. In this paper I will argue that sexist social norms, supported by sexist ideology, can 
change the options available for victims of sexual harassment. I’ll argue that sexual harassment 
is a mechanism by which harassers can manipulate the social landscape in such a way that their 
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Introduction 
In the #MeToo era, victims of sexual harassment are expected to speak up for themselves 
and speak out about their experiences of sexual harassment and sexual assault. But even when 
victims expect that they will speak up for themselves when they experience sexual harassment, 
overwhelmingly they do not.1 This matters because inaction on the part of victims during sexual 
harassment has led to victim-blaming and been taken as a reason for thinking that the harassment 
wasn’t unwelcome after all. Given that there are sometimes serious social consequences for 
women who do not confront their harassers, it’s worth theorizing about why victims of sexual 
harassment don’t speak up for themselves when they face sexual harassment, even when they 
expect that they would.  
In this paper I will argue that sexist social norms, supported by sexist ideology, can 
change the options available for victims of sexual harassment. I’ll argue that sexual harassment 
is a mechanism by which harassers can manipulate the social landscape in such a way that their 
victims might be intimidated into silence without even realizing it is happening. 
In this paper I will take sexual harassment to be an unwanted sexual advance, sexual 
comment, or sexual touch. I take it, then, that sexual assault is a subset of sexual harassment. 
While I acknowledge that sexual harassment is not exclusively—or perhaps even primarily—a 
gendered phenomenon2, in this paper I’ll be discussing sexual harassment that is directed at 
 
1 See Woodzicka and LaFrance (2001) for more on this. 
 
2 See Shapiro (2018) for disabled people as victims of sexual harassment; see Curry and Utley (2018) for Black men 
and boys as victims of sexual harassment; see Hill and Silva (2005) as members of the LGBTQ community as victims 
of sexual harassment. 
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women. As such, I’ll be focusing on the connections between sexual harassment and sexism.3 In 
Section 1, I will lay out my account of social norms as shared tendencies to behave in certain 
ways and have certain affective responses to certain behaviors that are enforced and internalized 
using social mechanisms, such as expression of disapproval. I’ll argue that much of norm-guided 
behavior is unreflective and unconscious and that therefore it is possible to manipulate people’s 
behaviors and affective responses by making particular social norms salient. In Section 3, I’ll 
argue that sexual harassment is a mechanism by which harassers can manipulate the social 
landscape. Because sexual harassment’s ability to manipulate the social landscape in this way 
relies on its connection to sexist ideology, I’ll first, in Section 2, outline the account of sexist 
ideology that I’m working with. I’ll also describe in detail the content of sexist social norms and 
why we should think that sexist social norms have a grip on women in sexist societies. 
1. Social Norms 
In this section I will discuss what I take social norms to be. I’ll start with a sketch of my 
account of social norms and then discuss each feature of the phenomenon at greater length. 
Humans are essentially social creatures; we depend on the ability to communicate with others 
and work together. Social norms do some of the work of organizing people so that they can live 
in community with each other and be mutually intelligible. As such, social norms are inherently 
social; they are broadly shared by people in a community and are at least partly constituted by 
people’s conformity to those norms and by the disapproval that people express when other 
people do not conform to the norm. Much of norm-guided behavior is unconscious and 
unreflective. On my view, social norms involve tendencies of individuals to behave in certain 
 
3 I think it would be theoretically fruitful to explore the connections between sexual harassment and White 
Supremacy as well, but I won’t be discussing this here. 
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ways and to have certain affective responses to certain behaviors, especially shame and disgust 
and anger. Of course, because they are social norms, these tendencies have to be broadly shared 
across a community. For example, there is a social norm against picking your nose in public. 
This social norm is constituted by a tendency, found broadly shared among the community, to 
(1) avoid picking your nose in public and (2) feel shame at the thought of picking your nose in 
public.  
While social norms do sometimes involve external sanctions for failure to comply, they 
often do not. Instead, social norms are often internalized by individuals who then comply with 
the social norm because of the negative feelings that they themselves have or expect to have if 
they violate the norm. Elster gives a helpful example: “I don’t pick my nose when I can be 
observed by people on a train passing by, even if I am confident that they are all perfect strangers 
whom I shall never see again and who have no power to impose sanctions on me” (Elster 1989, 
104). If people complied to social norms only because they feared external sanctions (such as 
other people expressing their disapproval), then picking your nose as a train passed by wouldn’t 
be so taboo. But even knowing that you will never see those people again, the thought of being 
observed picking your nose might be so shameful, that you don’t pick your nose. Social norms 
are maintained not just by people’s expectations that other people will disapprove of their 
violation, but by people’s expectations that they themselves will have negative feelings, such as 
shame or embarrassment, in response to their own violation of the social norm. 
Given that internalization of social norms is such an important part of norm compliance, 
it’s worth discussing how the process of norm-internalization works. In some cases, it might be 
enough for someone to realize that there is a certain norm for that norm to be internalized. But 
for other norms, especially norms that demand sacrifice or that are not in the self-interest of 
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individuals (like sexist social norms, as I’ll discuss shortly), being subject to a social norm for a 
long time or from a young age might play a significant role in you internalizing the norm. Being 
subject to the external sanctions associated with social norms for long periods of time or during 
especially formative times seems to encourage the proclivity to conform to a social norm. As I 
will discuss shortly, social norms involve the tendency to have certain affective responses. Being 
routinely subject to the disgust of others because of a particular action can lead to you having 
feelings of shame whenever you do that action—even if no one is watching. For example, a 
young child might learn to be ashamed of picking her nose if she regularly receives responses of 
disgust from people who see her pick her nose. Importantly, a norm doesn’t have to be endorsed 
by someone to be internalized by them or to have a grip over them. Many women, for example, 
have explicitly rejected the norm of removing body hair and yet continue to feel shame about 
having body hair. 
Because social norms are tendencies that individuals have toward certain behaviors and 
affects, norm-guided behavior is often not guided by rationality. This is not to say that behavior 
cannot be guided by rationality. In fact, much of our behavior is guided by norms and rationality, 
to varying degrees. In a well-known study done by Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler, they offered 
participants an opportunity to receive free cash. But accepting some small amount of cash meant 
giving some much larger amount of cash to another person. Overwhelmingly, people opted not to 
receive the free cash when it led to a very large inequality in distribution even though they were 
made worse off by refusing (Kahneman, et al. 1986). The rational thing to do would be to accept 
any amount of cash, regardless of what other people received. But there is a strong norm against 
unfairness which leads people to behave in irrational ways. But Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler 
found that if the unfair distributions were less unfair, people were more willing to ignore the 
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social norm against unfairness and accept the cash.4 So it seems that in this situation, both 
rationality and the social norm are at play. The social norm has more salience when the 
distribution is very unfair, so participants behaved irrationally. But when the social norm is less 
salient (because the distribution isn’t quite as unfair), the participants’ behavior is guided by 
rationality. Although trading off between rationality and norm-compliance is a complex 
cognitive process, it is usually mostly invisible to people who are engaged in it. 
Despite the fact that conforming to a social norm is often done unreflectively, people can, 
and often do, manipulate social situations by manipulating social norms. Oftentimes we invoke 
whichever norm most closely coincides with our own self-interest in the moment. There is strong 
evidence that people generally prefer whichever distributive norms benefit them. So while a 
capitalist democratic society may have robust norms of equality as well as robust norms of pay 
according to productivity, the poor are much more likely to favor norms of equality whereas the 
rich are much more likely to favor norms of pay according to productivity (Elster 1989). There 
are other reasons why a social norm might be particularly salient in a situation. Perhaps a couple 
usually has a norm of alternating who chooses what they watch on Netflix. But one member of 
the couple may evoke a norm where he gets to choose what to watch on his birthday, even 
though this would violate the standard norm. For the sake consistency, he may have to comply 
with this new norm on his partner’s birthday—even if it means he has to watch something he 
doesn’t want to watch.  
 
4 It might be the case that there isn’t a social norm against unfairness. If, for example, it turns out that all (or nearly 
all) human societies have some aversion to unfairness, it might be the case that there are biological rather than 
social causes for the norm. Nevertheless, the point is that people might have some intrinsic motivation to behave 
in certain ways that are not in their self-interest. 
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On my account, social norms are social: they are shared by communities and are enforced 
and internalized by social mechanisms, such as expressions of disapproval. They are tendencies 
to behave in certain ways and have certain affective responses, especially shame (when directed 
at oneself) and disgust or anger (when directed at others). Much of the time social norms affect 
people’s behavior in ways that are invisible to those people. Despite the fact that norm 
compliance is often unconscious and unreflective, it is possible for people to manipulate social 
situations by manipulating the social norms that are salient in that situation. 
2. Sexist Social Norms and Sexist Ideology 
 Ultimately, in Section 3, I will explicitly argue that sexual harassment is a mechanism that 
harassers can use to manipulate the social landscape in a situation and that this can affect the 
victim’s ability to respond to the harassment in a way that she herself can understand. But first, in 
this section, I will explore a particular way that it is possible for people to manipulate the social 
landscape in a situation by manipulating the social norms in that situation. The social norms that 
sexual harassers evoke are tightly connected to sexist ideology. As such, in this section, I will 
discuss what I take sexist ideology to be. Sexist ideology provides the content of the evoked social 
norms—that women owe affection to the men around them and that, if a man is owed the affection 
of women, then a woman that he harasses ought not complain about her treatment. Sexist ideology 
also causes these social norms to be social norms, rather than just unreasonable expectations on 
behalf of harassers. In other words, sexist ideology makes it the case that most women and men in 
a sexist society do have the tendency to behave in accordance to sexist norms and to have particular 
affective responses, especially shame (for women) and anger (for men) if those norms are violated.  
 7 
 As I use the term, an ideology is an interconnected and mutually self-supporting network 
of beliefs, aliefs5, ways of interacting with and interpreting the world, norms, social roles, 
practices, and more (Swanson forthcoming, 5). Ideologies needn’t be pernicious, but eliminating 
pernicious ideologies is an important part of fighting injustice. Ideologies are complex and often 
implicit, so a person can consent to ideologies that are inconsistent with each other and a single 
ideology can have contradictory elements. For example, the same ideology can have an element 
that claims that women should be sexually pure (and so is a ‘slut’ if she has sex with men) and 
also have an element that claims that women owe sex to men (and so can be called ‘frigid’ if she 
doesn’t have sex with a man). Finally, a person can consent to an ideology to different degrees in 
different contexts and the same person might consent to contradictory ideologies at different times 
and in different contexts. This is a thin notion of consent, as someone may not even realize that 
they are consenting to any ideology. 
In Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny, Kate Manne gives an account of sexist ideology 
where women are “human givers,” rather that human beings. What this means is that women are 
taken to owe certain kinds of emotional labor to men and the children of men. In particular, women 
are expected to give love, support, admiration, and loyalty to the men around them (Manne 2018, 
173). Although there are various types of emotional labor that women owe men by the lights of 
sexist ideology, for the purposes of this paper, I will label all of them affection.6 On my account 
an ideology is partially constituted by beliefs and norms, so sexist ideology is constituted both by 
 
5 The notion of an alief comes from Gendler (2008). She describes the paradigmatic alief: “A paradigmatic alief is a 
mental state with associatively linked content that is representational, affective and behavioral, and that is 
activated—consciously or nonconsciously—by features of the subject’s internal or ambient environment. Aliefs 
may be either occurrent or dispositional.” 
 
6 This may not capture exactly the right notion that I’m interested in here. Although this notion may need to be 
made precise, I’ll save this for future work. 
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beliefs about what women owe to men and by social norms that demand that women act in 
particular ways. Consider the following case: 
Charlie is in public and sees a woman, Jane, that he does not know. She looks upset. 
He tells her to smile. When she refuses to smile and walks away, he yells “Bitch!” 
after her. 
By telling Jane to smile, Charlie evokes a sexist social norm that has the content ‘women ought to 
smile in public’ this norm is based on a more fundamental norm about how women owe affection 
to men. It also relies on the belief that women owe affection to the men around them—even if they 
are strangers. If a woman is not smiling in public, it is appropriate, by the lights of the social norm, 
for a man to tell her to smile.  
But why think that sexist norms have this kind of power? In particular, why think that the 
norm about women smiling in public has any special grip on Jane? After all, there are contradictory 
social norms as well. There are social norms that demand equality (if men don’t have to smile in 
public then women shouldn’t have to smile in public either) or indifference to strangers (people 
should mostly mind their own business in public). First of all, it’s worth saying that women often 
do feel obligated to smile in public. But, given the nature of sexist ideology, it also makes sense 
that women often feel obligated to smile in public. Women who live in sexist societies are routinely 
punished for not conforming to sexist social norms. If a woman refuses to smile when told to do 
so, it is appropriate (by the lights of sexist ideology) for the man to respond with anger and they 
regularly do so. When women refuse to ‘put out’ in whatever way is perceived to be appropriate 
to the men around her, she is subject to misogynistic retribution that can manifest in various ways: 
from physical violence to “vilifying, demonizing, belittling, humiliating, mocking, lampooning, 
shunning, and shaming” (Manne 2018, 76). This punishment often begins from a young age, 
continues for an extended period of time, and is perpetuated by people that women and girls trust 
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(e.g., parents, teachers, pastors). Sexist social norms, like the norm that women ought to smile in 
public, are internalized early on and so often have a powerful grip on women.  
Sexist ideology encourages the internalization of sexist social norms like the norm that 
women ought to give their affection to the men around them. It is this feature of sexist ideology 
that makes it seem reasonable for individual men to demand that individual women give them 
affection—even when it otherwise would not be reasonable. Charlie evokes a sexist social norm 
when he demands that Jane smile. By the lights of some different social norm, such as the norm 
that a person should mostly mind their own business in public, this would be a very strange request. 
Why should Charlie care if Jane is smiling or not? But the scenario described above is a common 
one. Men routinely become angry when women refuse to smile at them in public. Because sexist 
ideology has made the expectation that women give affection to men into a social norm, it is 
reasonable for Charlie to expect Jane to submit to his demand—after all, in doing so she would be 
conforming to a widely held social norm. It also becomes reasonable (again, by the lights of the 
sexist ideology), for him to be angry if she does not conform to the norm—social norms are not 
just tendencies to behave in certain ways, but also to have certain affective responses when people 
do or do not conform to the norm.  
In this section I’ve made the case for thinking that sexist social norms are tightly connected 
to sexist ideology. Sexist ideology provides the content of the sexist social norms by making 
women into human ‘givers’ rather than human beings. It also turns those beliefs into social norms 
by ensuring that the tendencies to behave in certain ways (e.g., smile in public if you’re a woman) 
and have certain affective responses to certain behaviors (e.g., if you’re a man, become angry if a 
woman does not smile in public) are widely held and widely internalized. One way that these 
norms force internalization is through external sanctions when the norm is violated 
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3. The Social Landscape of Sexual Harassment 
 In the previous section I laid out what I think is the relationship between sexist social norms 
and sexist ideology. In this section I’ll argue that this relationship can have important implications 
for victims of sexual harassment. In particular, I’ll argue that sexual harassment is a mechanism 
that harassers can use to change the social landscape within which victims exist. By harassing, 
harassers can evoke sexist social norms that victims have often internalized because of exposure 
to sexist ideology. Social norms have a grip on people that have internalized them. Although this 
grip isn’t absolute, sexist social norms can affect the options of women who are victims of sexual 
harassment in ways that are invisible to them. In order to fully explain the view, I’ll discuss the 
allegations of Tara Reade, who has accused Joe Biden of sexually assaulting her in the workplace.7 
My analysis of these allegations should not be taken as definitively describing what happened 
between Tara Reade and Joe Biden. Instead, I hope that it suggests why I think this theoretical 
insight about sexual harassment’s ability to change the social landscape might be a useful tool for 
elucidating the experience of victims of sexual harassment. 
 On March 26th, 2020 Tara Reade was interviewed by the alternative news show Rising 
about a sexual assault allegation against Joe Biden from when she worked as his Senate aide in the 
early 1990s. She describes the encounter:  
He said “Come here” … and it happened all in one motion almost and he had me 
against the wall. And then his hands were down my skirt and up my skirt … and 
then he, with his hands, went from there and entered me with his hands and he was 
 
7 At the time of writing, this case has only just been made public. At this point, no mainstream media has vetted 
the case nor scrutinized the evidence surrounding the case. Nevertheless, I think Reade’s description of her 
(alleged) assault is remarkable because of how well it typifies cases like this and how she details her thoughts in 
the moment of the assault. Her allegations are prima facie credible, as well, because she reportedly told people 
about the encounter immediately after it happened. Of course, the facts of the case could change in the coming 
months, in which case the reader should treat this as a hypothetical case. 
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trying to kiss me. When I tell you what was happening it’s hard because everything 
was kind of happening at once. 
When Reade pulled back, she says that Biden responded by saying “Come on man, I heard you 
liked me” and that he looked “angry and irritated.” She says that this “jolted” her and she started 
trying to figure out what she did wrong to bring this on. She says “At that time I didn’t really think 
of it as sexual assault. I felt like I had put him in a bad position. It’s strange to say, but I felt like I 
did something wrong.” Reade said that finally Biden pulled back and he pointed a finger at Reade 
and said “You are nothing to me.” Reade describes the experience as “shattering” (Rising, March 
26, 2020). 
 Suppose that Reade’s allegations are true. Then Biden sexually harassed Reade and, in 
doing so, he plausibly changed the social landscape of the situation. In other words, sexual 
harassment can do at least two things: (1) sexually harass the victim and (2) evoke a sexist social 
norm that changes the social landscape. This sexist social norm had the content “Women owe 
affection to the men around them.” Based on what Reade says he said and did during this 
encounter, Biden seemed to genuinely believe that he was justified in sexually touching Reade 
based solely on rumors that she liked him. But even more interestingly, Reade seemed to comply 
with this norm to some extent as well. Although she did pull back from Biden, when he told her 
that he had heard that she liked him, she immediately tried to figure out what she had done wrong. 
In the moment, she didn’t even feel like she was being sexually assaulted, but rather that she had 
put Biden in a bad position by apparently leading him on and then pulling away from him. She 
says “it’s strange to say” that she felt this way, but in fact, I think it makes some sense that she 
would respond this way—she was a young woman in the 1990s who lived in a sexist society. Like 
most women living in a sexist society, she had undoubtedly internalized sexist social norms that 
demand that women give affection to the men around them. These norms aren’t just internalized 
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by women. There are also sexist norms that also make men feel entitled to the affection of women 
around them. Reade alleges that Biden says “Come on man, I heard you liked me.” Apparently, he 
felt entitled to throw her against a wall and have sex with her just based on the rumor that she liked 
him—behavior that surely is encouraged by sexist social norms. 
 I think it is prima facie plausible that there are sexist social norms guiding situations like 
these. But it’s less obvious that sexual harassment itself brings sexist social norms to bear on this 
particular situation. In other words, why think that sexual harassment is a mechanism for changing 
the social landscape? Why not just think that victims of sexual harassment don’t confront their 
harassers because of sexist norms that are consistently in effect in a sexist society? A response like 
this one misunderstands the nature of ideology and of social norms. Even quite pervasive 
ideologies like sexism are not completely dominant; egalitarianism has some sway as well, even 
over people in a sexist society. Just like a capitalist society can have robust norms of equality as 
well as robust norms of pay according to productivity, a sexist society can have robust sexist norms 
and robust norms that say that women ought to speak up for themselves, or norms about the 
importance of bodily integrity. In fact, it seems that one of the purposes of the #MeToo movement 
was to strengthen and spread these feminist egalitarian social norms.  
The fact that there are competing social norms isn’t just compatible with what I’ve argued 
in this paper—it is, I think, evidence that sexual harassment evokes sexist social norms. Consider 
the following case. In her paper “Between Scylla and Charybdis: The Perils of Reporting Sexual 
Harassment,” Anne Lawton describes about her own experience after she reported sexual 
harassment by a supervisor. In the official investigation into her complaint, her harasser’s advocate 
wrote,  
Ms. Lawton’s contemporaneous responses to Mr. White tell us something about the 
severity. She said nothing. Appreciating that Ms. Lawton is an adult over thirty 
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trained as an advocate, it is difficult to imagine why she would make no response 
to gestures that she perceived as truly intimidating. (Lawton 2007, 620) 
Lawton was an educated adult who was trained to be an advocate. She was a lawyer who, 
undoubtedly, had a lot of experience dealing with aggressive and intimidating people. Her harasser 
took this to be evidence that she must have welcomed the harassment after all. But this isn’t 
evidence that what she experienced wasn’t really sexual harassment. Instead, it’s evidence that 
sexual harassment isn’t just about intimidation. Women who know what sexual harassment is and 
who have experience standing up to intimidation often find themselves unable to resist sexual 
harassment nevertheless. I’m arguing that this is because the social landscape has shifted. People 
usually don’t explicitly think about whether or not to pick their nose in public because the social 
norm that you ought not pick your nose in public has been deeply internalized. Similarly, many 
women may have a tendency to not confront their harassers because they have internalized sexist 
social norms. After all, by evoking sexist norms, the harassers are also evoking years of shame and 
blame directed at women who do not willingly conform to these sexist social norms.  
 Even if it would be rational for a woman to speak up for herself in a situation—if, for 
example, she is sure that she would not face retaliation—there is reason to think that she may not. 
Rationality is not the only thing that guides behavior. Let’s return to the case where Kahneman, 
Knetsch, and Thaler found that people were likely to make an irrational choice (i.e., not taking the 
money) when the distribution was very unfair. There was a norm against unfairness that could 
override the rational option when that option was very unfair. This doesn’t mean that that social 
norms have such a strong grip that women who are victims of sexual harassment that it’s 
impossible for them to confront their harassers. Clearly this isn’t true. Women sometimes do speak 
up for themselves in the moment, and it’s becoming more common for women to report cases of 
sexual harassment after the fact. There are probably a variety of reasons that there is variation here. 
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There might be features of individuals that make it easier or harder for them to speak up for 
themselves: perhaps some people are less sensitive to social norms being made salient in a context 
or perhaps they have internalized sexist social norms to different degrees. There might be features 
of situations that make it easier or harder for victims to speak up for themselves: perhaps in 
situations that are otherwise egalitarian, it is harder for sexist social norms to entrench themselves. 
For example, it might be easier to resist a one-off instance of sexual harassment in a workplace 
that otherwise doesn’t have a culture of sexual harassment. There might be priming effects that 
can affect how victims respond. If we want to support women who are victims of sexual 
harassment it might be fruitful to study what features of situations make it more difficult for them 
to confront their harassers and report harassment.  
Conclusion 
 In this paper I’ve argued that sexual harassment functions as a mechanism to change the 
social landscape of a situation by evoking sexist social norms. This means that sexual harassment 
functions multiply: it can both harass the victim and shift the social landscape in such a way that 
makes it more difficult for victims to resist the harassment. I’ve argued that victims are constrained 
not only by pragmatic fears of retaliation, but by the sexist social norms that are put into effect by 
the harassment itself. These sexist social norms rely on sexist ideology, which provides the content 
of the norms (that women are human ‘givers’ rather than human beings) as well as making them 
into norms by broadly enforcing beliefs and behaviors that support the norms. Because sexist social 
norms are widely held and widely internalized, they can affect the options that appear available to 
victims which can lead to the silencing of victims. My hope is that capturing what is happening in 
the social world when someone is sexually harassed might help elucidate the experience of victims. 
 
 15  
Given that so much of what happens with social norms is invisible to most people, this might also 
help some victims understand their own experiences.  
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